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On March 10 in New York, the Lawyers Committee for Human Rights released a report on efforts
to rebuild the Salvadoran justice system. Titled, "From the Ashes," and written by attorneys
Stewart Baker and Richard Hiller, the report is based on findings of two delegations sent by the
Committee in October 1985 and July 1986 as part of an 18-month study. The Committee examined
the handling of national security cases under Decree 50 and attempted to address problems caused
by outmoded laws and "serious problems" characterizing the judicial system. Also examined
were the effectiveness of the Salvadoran judicial system in protecting human rights and the
performance of the United States in addressing the system's problems. Briefly, the report states
that the judicial system has improved relative to the early 1980s. At that time Salvadorans did not
believe the courts would act in the interest of justice, and thus people tended to take "justice" into
their own hands. At present, the death squads are largely inactive and people are relying instead
on the courts for justice. On the other hand, the justice system is described as "inefficient," while
torture and coerced confessions continue to be standard operating procedures by the Salvadoran
military. Many people are forced to remain in jail for years awaiting trial; military persons known
to abuse detainees go unpunished. Among the Committee's recommendations are the following:
Replacement or substantial revision of Decree 50, pertaining to political crimes such as advocacy of
violent revolution. Adoption of procedures to prevent torture of political detainees. Creation of a
special unit to investigate allegations of politically-motivated abuses by the military. Establishment
of time limits for investigating and prosecuting political cases. Creation of a merit system for the
selection of new judges. Commitment of additional resources for judiciary salaries. US support of
the new police training program should be continued only if human rights conditions are strictly
enforced. The New York-based Lawyers Committee is a private organization that monitors human
rights around the world and protects the rights of refugees. In the last 18 months the Committee has
sent delegations to more than 20 countries including Honduras, Nicaragua, Cuba, Haiti, Chile, the
Philippines, Thailand, Pakistan, Zimbabwe, South Africa, Uganda, and Liberia.
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